Atypical processing of eye contact is one of the significant characteristics of individuals with autism, but the mechanism underlying atypical direct gaze processing is still unclear. This study used a visual search paradigm to examine whether the facial context would affect direct gaze detection in children with autism. Participants were asked to detect target gazes presented among distracters with different gaze directions. The target gazes were either direct gaze or averted gaze, which were either presented alone (Experiment 1) or within facial context (Experiment 2). As with the typically developing children, the children with autism, were faster and more efficient to detect direct gaze than averted gaze, whether or not the eyes were presented alone or within faces. In addition, face inversion distorted efficient direct gaze detection in typically developing children, but not in children with autism. These results suggest that children with autism use featural information to detect direct gaze, whereas typically developing children use configural information to detect direct gaze.
Introduction
Information gained from another person's eyes plays a crucial role in human social communication. Among various functions of gaze processing, detection of direct gaze or eye contact is essential in social interaction and communication. Direct gaze signals the intention of the gazer towards the perceiver. Eye contact also plays a major role in communication and affective bonding (Kleinke, 1986; Robson, 1967; Robson, Pedersen, & Moss, 1969) . Csibra and Gergely (2006) argue that perceived eye contact signals communicative ostention, and initiates referential communication.
Experimental studies have found that direct gaze affects perception, cognition and attention. For example, in visual search, target faces with direct eye gaze are detected faster and more efficiently than those with averted eye gaze (Conty, Tijus, Hugueville, Coelho, & George, 2006; von Grü nau & Anston, 1995; Senju et al., 2005a; Senju & Hasegawa, 2006) . In addition, when the gaze direction of others is ambiguous and difficult to perceive, people are biased to judge the gaze as ''looking at me" (Martin & Jones, 1982; Martin & Rovira, 1981 ,1982 . Direct gaze also holds attention and makes it difficult to disengage from the face (Senju & Hasegawa, 2005) . In addition, faces with direct gaze were remembered better than faces with averted gaze (Hood, Macrae, Cole-Davies, & Dias, 2003; Mason, Hood, & Macrae, 2004; Smith, Hood, & Hector, 2006; Vuilleumier, George, Lister, Armony, & Driver, 2005) . It is also known that a stranger gazing directly at the perceiver increases autonomic arousal in adults (Gale, Kingsley, Brookes, & Smith, 1978; Gale, Spratt, Chapman, & Smallbone, 1975; Nichols & Champness, 1971 
